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Ronald R. Stockton
There is a small town deep in the hills of Southern Illinois with the odd name of  Sesser.  Tradition says it was named after the government official who filled out the incorporation papers a century ago and put his name on it.  The area was first settled in the 1820s by people mostly from Kentucky, North Carolina, or Tennessee.  (The native American population was concentrated  along the Mississippi and Ohio rivers, not in this inland  county).  Almost all of these early settlers were white and Protestant, mostly some form of Baptist.  For the first few decades of the century, burials were on farms.  It was not until 1840 that anyone created a formal graveyard.  It was called Horse Prairie, named  after the area where it was located.  The graveyard was just next to the Baptist church of the same name.  It was the graveyard of choice in the township for the next 70 years, until the city was incorporated and established a public graveyard.  By that time the coal mines had opened and workers had begun  to pour in to work in those mines.  Many of the new arrivals were from Italy and Poland and brought their Catholic religion with them, so that the public cemetery became their preferred burial place. 
How I came to be the biographer of Horse Prairie Cemetery  is a surprise even to me.  By profession I am a political scientist, trained empirically.  Graveyards are not  something that political scientists ordinarily study.  The fact that my specialization is non-western political systems puts me even farther from the topic.  Maybe it has something to do with a generational process.  A colleague who studies these things says that when we reach a certain age we often begin to sense our own mortality and to reflect upon our heritage and what we will leave behind.  Somewhere in my 50s, I got interested in genealogy.  At that point in my career, I had published two books, had been department chair for two terms, had won the Distinguished Teaching Award, had fought the obligatory academic wars,  and was very comfortable in my skin.  I had headed some professional associations and felt that  my career, far from over, had achieved everything I had hoped to achieve.  In the year 2000 my second book came out, and I  had nothing on my To Do list.  When the Mormons put their genealogy list on the internet, I suddenly realized  there was a wealth of information out there for people like me to find.  
But let’s step back for a minute.  Not everything begins when a person hits 50.  When I was 19  and a student at Southern Illinois University, a professor  stopped me after my class in Illinois Government and asked  if I knew anything about my family history.  I said I knew little except that we had come to Southern Illinois from Kentucky a century before.  She told me she had been doing research on her own  family and had run into relatives named Stockton.  She said  if I could find  the names of my family four generations back,  she might be able to tell me some things about them.  She thought we might have been Quakers at one point, something I had never considered.  I made a few efforts to find out some names but never really followed up on that offer.  Still, I was intrigued with the idea that it was possible to learn about ancestors  whose names we had never heard.  What an idea to put into the head of a 19-year-old!  We who are faculty often don’t realize how much impact we can have on students outside of the classroom.  A kind word or a subtle suggestion can sometimes germinate for years and then bloom.  Miss. Ridgeway has been gone for decades, but that seed she planted has continued to germinate. 
I had always been interested in my family history but had never been able to get much information  out of my parents or grandparents.   Partially it was the culture.   Many people who went to  the interior of the country in the 1800s left behind their past and the stories that past contained.​[1]​ They were starting anew in a new land and often had memories they wanted to forget.  They were also poor.  Some could not read and write, and those who could did not sit around writing diaries after a long day in the fields.  They lived their lives, bore their young, buried their dead and marched through history without leaving much of a footprint.  
Partially the problem was me.  Like so many young people I never took the time to find out about the past.  Like so many other people with gray hair, I wish now that I could have just an hour with those people I knew as a child so I could ask them the questions that will remain forever unanswered.  I would ask my maternal grandmother why our family left France and how it felt to a young girl  to set off for a new country.  I would ask my maternal grandfather to tell me about his father, who had fought in the civil war and  been involved in the Siege of Atlanta.  Did my great grandfather ever say what he thought of General Sherman or how he felt when he heard that Lincoln had been shot?   On the paternal side, I would ask my grandmother to tell me what she remembered about her Lewis grandparents and whether it is true that we are descended from that famous Virginia family.  And I would ask my great uncle to tell me about his parents, my great grandparents.   Unfortunately, these are  questions that can never be asked.  But fortunately, some  questions can be answered with genealogical research.  In just three years I was able to find civil war records, early land records, shipping records, and family histories that other branches of the family had taken the care to record.   

The Search for Ancestors
My first big discovery was of my civil war great grandfather.  I knew Nathan  was from Indiana but did not know much more.  My grandfather was the last of Nathan’s  children and both men died without  leaving much by way of family stories. The Indiana census records of 1850 were a windfall since all names were indexed.  It is hard to say how  exciting it was to find my great grandfather as a  little boy with his parents and  sister on a small piece of land in the middle of the state. Then to find the marriage record of his parents, and to realize that there had been a brothers-sisters double marriage in which Henry had married  Nancy at the same time that Henry’s brother had married Nancy’s sister.  What was less thrilling was to read about how that county was freed up for white settlement by the  evacuation of native peoples from central Indiana.​[2]​  To me, my family were frontier people who broke the land and  created a state.  But every heroic event in history has an asterisk. 
Much later I found Nathan in the 1860 census, just a year before he joined the Union army.  His name had been misspelled  in the  index and I  found him by accident, a farm laborer living next to a Miss Bradford, several years younger.  That dignified lady in the family photograph that we had known as Catharine Henretta  was here listed as “Kate.”  That simple discovery was one of the thrilling moments of my genealogical quest, to realize that my great grandfather had called my great grandmother Kate. 
Somehow each of these details linked me with those who had gone before and let me know something about their lives and in a sense about my own, who I was and where I originated.  Not everything was to my liking.   A fact of my antebellum Kentucky ancestors was quite disturbing.  I was not so naïve as to think that my  paternal family had been spared the poison of racial thinking  but I knew  they were poor farmers and had not likely had slaves. I also knew that they had supported  the Union and that some had been persecuted in that dangerous border area for their loyalty.  It was a disturbing surprise to find in an 1840 census record that one of those ancestors had had four slaves. I could not even imagine why someone with so little land would have four slaves. If finding my great grandmother Kate was a high,  finding my great, great great grandfather John  with four slaves was a definite low. 

The Graveyard Project
The graveyard project was a natural outgrowth of these interests.  As I discovered information about each ancestor, I wrote it up in a short Family News Note and sent it out to relatives.  They were pleased to get these missives, but in a sense this information was of interest only to those in the family.  Genealogists tend to be  self-involved by nature and are not interested in what other genealogists are finding unless it relates to their own family. Facts accumulate, but there is no History in a sense of learning what had happened and why.
My own approach is somewhat different.  I realized early on that the amount of factual information I would learn about ancestors would be relatively little:  the names of forgotten ancestors,  where they were born, how much land they owned, where they lived in a given census year.  I decided that the way to learn about my family was to learn of the times in which they lived and the historical processes underway in their age and place.  If they moved, what other people were moving at the same time, and why?  If they were in a given place at a given time, what do we know about that place at that time?  When I learned that my French immigrant great grandfather had served in the French army in Madagascar  that set me off on a search for French colonial and military history.  Why were the French in Madagascar, and what would my great grandfather’s life have been like?  Again, there were those disturbing asterisks. 
In the year 2001 I had a sabbatical  and decided to spend part of it in genealogical research.  My parents were in their  80s at the time so I wanted to do something in their honor.   That hometown graveyard came to mind.  Genealogists often make lists of people in graveyards for the historical record.  These can be published in small booklets or even put on the internet.  Often they include names, dates, gravestone inscriptions, and sometimes even photographs of gravestones. 
Horse Prairie cemetery had 829 graves  at the time.  In my youth, I had visited it  every Decoration Day (as  Memorial Day was then called).  We would pull weeds and put flowers on the graves of our relatives and visit with others who were doing the same thing.  In a town of 1,500 everyone seemed to know everyone else, and many of us were related.  My grandparents were buried there, and great grandparents, and other relatives.  My dad’s baby brother was there, who died when he was four, as was my dad’s uncle, our town’s only fatality in World War I. That place would always be filled on that day, with people from the town coming to pay homage to their families and their memories. My dad would always make a donation to the graveyard association for the maintenance of the grounds.    
In typical Southern Illinois style, my parents in their 60s had purchased their own gravestone and left it sitting there expectantly with their names and birth dates with only the closing dates left empty.  It was a bit odd to  see the gravestone of my living parents with an unclosed date, but it was the custom of those provident people to prepare for the inevitable.  It is rather healthy when you think of it, acknowledging that which we all know will come.  
My plan was to drive the 500 miles south from Detroit to my home town and to make a list of the graves.  My first step was to make sure that that minister of  Horse Prairie Baptist Church (59 members) would be comfortable with the project.  We met and he liked the idea.  He  even volunteered a couple of older members who could fill in some details about the history of the place. He did note that although the graveyard abutted his church property, it was not controlled by the congregation but had its own Board of Trustees.   
One very hot week in May, I spent three long grueling days in the graveyard making a list of all the names on the stones.  I also recorded  all the poems, scriptures, laments, and other stone writings that I could read.  When it was over, I went back to Detroit with burned skin and an aching back to enter the information into a Word program that could be turned into a pamphlet at some point.  In a couple of months, when my wife had a break,  we went back to the graveyard together to check the accuracy of my entries and to fill in the missing details.  Fortunately, my wife had an uncanny ability to read faded poems and inscriptions, so this produced a much improved list. A second development  was not so easily anticipated.  When I showed the draft list to my aunt, she said, “Have you shown this to Clara Brown?”  She explained that Clara had earlier published a list of people buried in the public cemetery and might have some information on Horse Prairie Cemetery as well.  The next day my wife and I met Clara, a delightful farm lady in her 80s.  Not only had she made a list of Horse Prairie graves about two decades earlier but she used her rich connections in the town to fill in missing details and to locate genealogical and family information on many of the persons buried there.  She had also gone to city records and graveyard records and had identified  graves  without  gravestones or otherwise unknown.  Her diligent research had added scores of graves to the list I had compiled.   
As I looked over her  list I realized that this was a document of some historical significance, at least to those people whose families were in this place.  Clara  had been able to locate family historical records (parents, spouses, children, siblings, circumstances  of death) for nearly 700  persons.  Many of these details would be lost within a generation if they were not somehow put into the historical record.  I suggested  that we combine our efforts. Clara had circulated her list in a small genealogical newsletter but had not otherwise made it available to genealogists and local historians.  I offered to take  her working draft, update it with the additional names I had recorded from the past 20 years, and add in the poems and inscriptions I had recorded.  I said I would produce a book of the result with her as first author.  Amazingly, she agreed on the spot and turned her complete file over to me. 
Producing the book  took three years and a lot of work.​[3]​  The manuscript was in rough form and had to be polished.  I also decided to transform it from a simple list of genealogical and family records into a more comprehensive book by adding  supplements and aides for the reader:  a schematic map of the graveyard, a list of terms and phrases to help understand the graveyard and its culture, an index of names with the location of the graves,  and a list of nostalgic poems about graveyards, death, and reflection (such as Abraham Lincoln’s haunting poem of his return to his home town, and its graveyard, after 20 years away).  I also put in an academic article I had written for the Journal of the Illinois State Historical Society.  The preparation of this article, which was entitled Death on the Frontier,  is a tale of its own.​[4]​   I was very apprehensive about submitting an article to a history journal.  Historians are very serious about their craft and it did not seem wise for someone not trained in their methodology or their sources to think his  findings would be worthy of  a professional journal.  Fortunately two colleagues (Gerald Moran and Marty  Hershock) proved very supportive of my efforts, offering suggestions and sources that only historians would have known.  They transformed my  effort into an article of interest to professional historians. 

Death on the Frontier
When I first got back to Detroit with my initial list, I noted that 683 of the names had  both birth and death dates.  I decided to enter that information into an Excel database to create an index of names but also to see how death patterns changed across time and whether there was a gender effect.   Viewing these 683 people as individuals did honor to them as persons and was  of great interest to their families and to future generations but it would be of little interest to anyone outside of that small circle.  Reconceptualizing those obscure individuals as a sample of frontier people whose  community had evolved over time put them into a historic context of broader interest.  In a sense, individual stories, taken in aggregate, became history with a big H.  
I broke the burials into decades starting in 1840 and stretching until 2000, 16 decades in all.  My primary interest was in the 365 burials in the 19th century.  This was the time that most corresponded to the ‘frontier’ period of Illinois history.  Most of those people had either settled the land themselves or were the children of those who had.  Using their death records to compare their lives with the lives of those who came after them could be interesting. 
My research produced four major findings, all of which had to be checked against other data to confirm their reliability.  My first finding was the most shocking, that for those graves in the 19th century, a full half were children under 10, a majority of whom died within a day of birth.   For the last half of the 20th century, by contrast, it was very rare for a child to die (only one infant burial  after 1965, for example).  Everyone knows that life in those days was dangerous, but those figures were  stunning.  When I checked standard histories of that era, I found that the Horse Prairie data were only a little higher than  average.  These figures were clearly within a confirmable range of frontier life and death.  
But not everything is numbers.  At the root of those statistics are human beings.  When I reflected upon these figures in terms of human experience,  I realized how different a funeral is today from what it was in those days.  For  us today, a funeral is often of a venerated elder, someone who had a long and fruitful life.  Often the ceremony is an occasion of celebration with grandchildren and great grandchildren in attendance.  But that was not true in the 19th century.  Most funerals were of young children who had not even had a chance to establish themselves or define who they were or what they  would be.  When I talked to Clara about this finding, she noted that almost all of the unidentified graves were probably infants who died soon after birth.
In honor of those who died young, and those who had to give them up, I included in the poetry chapter  the  moving “Prayer for a Very New Angel” by Violet Alleyn Storey.  In it, a mother briefs God on how she cared for her daughter:  she wet the brush to curl her hair, kissed her on the left cheek in the morning, and  left a light on at night.  In a prayer that sounds hokey today but would have resonated with  mothers a century ago, the mother in the poem asks “Just, just tomorrow morning, God, I pray, when she wakes up, do things for her my way.” 
On the opposite end of the age scale, I  discovered that very few of those buried in the 19th century were in the older age brackets.  Of all  burials in the 1800s, only 7 were 70 years old or more.  By contrast, in the last 50 years of the 20th century, over 60% were  70 or more.  Since the reality of child death did not stop survivors from reaching a ripe old age, something else must explain the small number of elders.  When I turned to the census records I found the answer.  There were just not many elders around.  In 1840, to take one example,  only 11% of the county population was 40 or older and in the  whole state only 2% were above 45.  Today we forget how new our country  really is and how unique the frontier experience was.  In 1840 Illinois was “the west,” the place where young people went to start a new life.​[5]​  Older people are not  in that graveyard because there were so few older people ‘out west.’  Living in Illinois was something  young people did, not their elders.  As someone whose small grandchildren consider Camp Grandma and Grandpa their favorite place, I felt a sense of loss for those children. 
	Regarding gender, it turned out that there were 17% more men than women in this graveyard.  In the early decades this may have been  partially due to the fact that the ‘frontier’ simply  had more men than women.  (In 1840 there were 117 males for every female in the state).   But when we look at infant deaths we see the pattern confirmed.  Among infants under 1 year of age there are 31 boys and 20 girls, a ratio of 1.55.  From ages 1 through 5 the number is 52-39 or a 1.33 ratio.  Since small children would have been born in Illinois and would have a  “normal’ gender distribution, there was clearly some risk in being born male.  I could find no explanation for this pattern other than to note that even today childhood is  more risky for boys than for girls. 
Finally, I confronted a puzzle.  In a cemetery with a disproportionate number of males, females dominate only among  those between 16 and 39 years old.  There are 52 females and 38 males in this category, a ratio of 1.37.  I immediately assumed that this pattern was linked to the  dangers of child bearing but there was no such easy answer.  For example, the balance shifts back towards males for those in their 40s where  women might  have an even  higher risk in pregnancy.  Likewise, the county’s Census Mortality Schedules for 1850 and 1860  (listing those who died in the previous year, 158 in all) contradicts the pregnancy hypothesis.   Most people died from the big killers of the age:  various fevers (Scarlet and Typhoid being  most common); whooping cough and croup; dehydrating conditions such as diarrhea and cholera; and  lung conditions such as pneumonia and tuberculosis.  Only three women died from conditions obviously linked to childbirth or pregnancy.  How do we explain  these contradictory data? 
One factor may have been  the rapid decline in  fertility (the number of children born per female).  Degler,​[6]​ who has written the definitive work on this subject,  found  that for white women this decline was 50% between 1800 and 1900.  He calls this “the single most important fact about women and the family in American history.”  He also found that the decline was steeper  for rural areas  (including  “newly settled regions”)  than for urban or small town areas (p. 181-182).  As to why this occurred, he suggests that the shortage of land and the  “close-knit family, held together by ties of affection” caused parents  to have smaller families so  their children  would not have to move away as they  had done.   Obviously  a woman bearing  five children would have less  risk than one bearing ten.  Put simply,  affectionate families saved women’s lives 
Of course there are other possibilities.  The simplest is that the high number of female burials simply balanced out the high rate of boy deaths and there was no female spike at all.  It is also possible that a postpartum mother would be more at risk in the event of an attack of croup or some other debilitating condition so that pregnancy-related deaths are concealed under other categories.  Likewise, women as the primary care givers might be more exposed to contagious conditions such as whooping cough  than males.  But none of these possibilities are definitive.  In the end we are left with more questions than answers but also with a profound awareness that  explanations are  more complex than we anticipate,  and that what we expect  is not always true. 

Final Thoughts
We scholars, with our models and theories and data, often fail to acknowledge  that research is a very personal activity.  Many of us are reclusive by nature, going off alone to do our research and write our books and  articles.  But the costs of an academic life are considerable.  To set off on a two- or three-year project requires a serious  commitment of time and psychic energy.  Without passion it would be hard  to do what we do.  A colleague once asked if I had ever written anything of a personal nature and I said, only half in jest,  “Everything I write is autobiographical.”  This may seem a strange comment for a person who writes on public opinion and comparative  politics, but in a sense we are driven by our passions.  We often choose topics because they interest us, because we are excited about the subject and what we might find.  At the same time,  passion and personal interest are not enough.  Without the tools of our trade--our methodological skills, our scientific training, the theories and models that help us shape our research and analyze our findings, the rules of validation and confirmation  that  constrain our preferences and discipline our conclusions with science—we would not be able to make the contributions we make.  Without the personal impulse  much that is achieved would not be achieved, but without the science much that is achieved would be of limited value and  would not enter the realm of scientific knowledge.  I was able to turn a family genealogy project into something of interest to the broader scholarly community because I subjected my analysis to academic discipline. 
Three comments on this project gave me exceptional pleasure.  In combination they capture what I am trying to say.  An  anonymous historian who reviewed “Death on the Frontier”  for The Journal of the Illinois Historical Society commented that the article showed  a good use of historical data to contextualize this graveyard and as such  it makes ‘an important contribution to the study of frontier history.”  Second, a retired historian from Southern Illinois University who was professionally active in the study of the region’s history noted that the footnotes were exceptionally informative and the statistical patterns very revealing so that the article could easily have been published by a national rather than a state  journal. That was high praise.  Finally, when Clara Brown was interviewed by the local newspaper after the book came out, she said, “I thought he would just produce a list of names.  This is a real book.”  That was the best of all.  














^1	  Three-time Presidential candidate William Jennings Bryan wrote  that he knew no ancestors beyond his great grandfather.  (W. J. Bryan and Mary Baird Bryan, The Memoirs of William Jennings Bryan (Chicago: United Publishers of America, 1925, 20).   Regarding Lincoln, Donald  begins his majestic biography with the line, “Abraham Lincoln was not interested in his ancestry.”  Lincoln knew nothing beyond his grandfather Abraham, who was killed by Indians while working in the field.  David Herbert Donald, Lincoln (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1995), 18-23.   
^2	   Cayton, Andrew R. I. Frontier Indiana.  Bloomington: Indian University Press, 1996, 261-300.  
^3	  The title is Horse Prairie Cemetery, Sesser, Illinois.  Tombstone Inscriptions and Family Records, Clara A. Crocker Brown and Ronald R. Stockton, 2004.   Books such as this are of  no interest to commercial publishing houses.  I was able to find a private publisher who would produce 150 hard bound  copies for me on acid-free archival paper.  After giving copies to my relatives, I sent copies to major genealogical and local history research libraries and  donated others  to the Genealogical Society of Southern Illinois, a local history society with an extensive publication list, and to the Goode-Barren Historical Society in my home town.  They will sell the books  to finance their  projects and activities.  
^4	  “Death on the Frontier.  Mortality Patterns in Horse Prairie Cemetery, Franklin County, Illinois. 1840-2000.”  Journal of the Illinois State Historical Society, Summer, 2003, 146-160. 
^5	  Historians  organize panels on ‘the first west,’ typically meaning places such as Kentucky, Tennessee, Illinois, Indiana, Ohio  and western Pennsylvania.  Cincinnati is nicknamed The Queen City of the West because of its early 19th century  prominence and the 1890s-vintage University of Michigan fight song praises  “the champions of the West,” a reference to the old Western Conference.  
^6	  Carl N. Degler, At Odds.  Women and the Family in America from the Revolution to the Present.  (New York: Oxford University press, 1980).  
